Pensioners' coast: migration of elderly north europeans to the Costa Blanca by Membrado Tena, Joan Carles
■ INTRODUCTION
The main aim of this article is to examine the mass 
migration of northern European retirees to the 
Costa Blanca. It also analyses the changes in land 
use that migration has caused in this region and 
the economic, social and environmental impacts 
of this migration. The infl ux of northern European 
immigrants, encouraged by 
public authorities and large 
construction companies, 
has led to urban sprawl in 
La Marina and El Baix Segura 
coastal areas. Over 5 million 
immigrants have moved to 
Spain during the last two 
decades, of which some 20 % 
come from countries with a 
higher GDP per capita than 
Spain. At least half of these 
«wealthy» immigrants are 
retirees, and 95 % of them 
have settled in the warmest 
and sunniest areas of Spanish territory: the 
Mediterranean coast, the Canary Islands and the 
Andalusian Atlantic coast.
This type of residential mobility, referred to 
as lifestyle migration in Anglo-Saxon literature 
(Oliver, 2007; Benson and O’Reilly, 2009) 
has recently taken a signifi cant upward trend 
worldwide (Janoschka and Haas, 2013). In Spain 
this type of migration is described as «residential 
tourism», a term coined by Jurdao (1979). Looking 
back at the history of this migration of retirees to 
Spain, we fi nd that the tourist boom began in the 
1960s, as recorded by Gaviria (1976) among other 
authors. The remarkable growth in both wealth 
and life expectancy, which took place in northern 
Europe from the sixties onward, led to an increase 
in the number of northern European retirees who 
could spend their holidays abroad, and many chose 
to do so near the sunny, and purportedly idyllic, 
Mediterranean Sea. Then, 
during the 1980s, some of 
these tourists were no longer 
content to spend just their 
holidays, and decided to take 
up residence in the Spanish 
Mediterranean. But it was 
not until the global economic 
expansion of the late twentieth 
and early twenty-fi rst 
centuries that these northern 
European retirees settled 
en masse on the Spanish 
Mediterranean coast. Indeed, 
their numbers rocketed 
from 60,000 in 1991 to almost 450,000 in 2012. 
This leap in the number of newcomers was due 
to a combination of factors, including low-cost 
airlines, relatively low housing prices and cost of 
living in the Mediterranean territories, and global 
technological development. Several authors have 
analysed the growth in residential tourists in Spain 
since 1990 (Rodríguez et al., 1998, 2004, 2005; 
King et al., 2000; O’Reilly, 2000, 2007; Williams 
et al., 2000; Casado, 2006; Gustafson, 2009; Huete, 
2009; Mazón et al., 2009).
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PENSIONERS’ COAST
MIGRATION OF ELDERLY NORTH EUROPEANS TO THE COSTA BLANCA
JOAN CARLES MEMBRADO
This article investigates the cross-border migration of North European retirees to the Costa 
Blanca and its inﬂ uence on the urban expansion of resorts. We also discuss the reasons for these 
migrations, which are mainly related to climate and lifestyle, and we explore the pros and cons 
and the impact on the Costa Blanca landscape and environment.
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■  NORTHERN EUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS IN 
MEDITERRANEAN SPAIN
Thanks to the notional wealth produced by the 
housing bubble, Spain attracted over 5 million 
immigrants, bringing the proportion of immigrants 
up to 12.2 % in 2010, one of the 
highest in Europe. However, 
now the tables have turned 
due to the current economic 
crisis, and currently Spain is 
losing inhabitants, not only 
some of these immigrants but 
also many competent young 
Spaniards, who are being forced 
to emigrate.
We have to distinguish 
between two main types of 
immigrants moving to Spain. On the one hand, 
there are those coming from regions with a GDP 
per capita lower than Spain (mainly Eastern 
Europe, South America and North Africa), who 
form the majority (80 %). On the other, a minority 
of immigrants (20 %) originate from countries with 
a higher GDP per capita than Spain’s (mainly the 
UK, Germany, Benelux and Scandinavia). This 
article deals with the latter group. Almost half of 
these «wealthy» immigrants («wealthy» meaning 
they come from countries wealthier than Spain) are 
retirees or pre-retirees, whose wealth depends on 
their pensions and savings. Among these «retired» 
immigrants (where «retired» 
refers to over 55-year-olds, 
including early retirees), 
95 % have settled along the 
Mediterranean coast, in 
search of not just a sunny dry 
climate, but also a new lifestyle 
(Rodríguez, 2004).
These northern European 
immigrant retirees have chosen 
to live in Mediterranean 
Spain for several reasons, 
including the cost of housing and of living, climate 
and proximity to the sea, but also the so-called 
«Mediterranean lifestyle», which implies a better 
quality and healthier lifestyle, thanks to a more 
relaxed pace of life and outdoor activities (Huete et 
al., 2013: 333). Another reason to consider is the role 
played by Spanish authorities, which have supported 
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Figure 1. «Wealthy» immigrants over 55 years old in Spain, divided by provinces. Immigrants who come from countries with higher GDP 
than Spain are considered «wealthy».
COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN
■■  United Kingdom and Ireland
■■  Germany, Switzerland and Austria
■■   The Netherlands, Belgium and 
Luxemburg
■■   Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland 
and Iceland
■■  France and Italy
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«MOST NORTHERN EUROPEAN 
RETIREES HAVE SETTLED 
ALONG THE MEDITERRANEAN 
COAST, IN SEARCH 
OF A SUNNY DRY CLIMATE 
AND A NEW LIFESTYLE»
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mass tourism, and by real-estate developers, which 
have attracted potential foreign buyers for Spanish 
coastal homes.
Real-estate developers are 
also responsible for the fact 
that immigrants of the same 
nationality are often clustered 
together in certain areas. This 
is because developers often ran 
successful sales campaigns, 
targeting one country for 
each development in order to 
optimise resources and costs. 
Thus colonies housing people 
of the same nationality arose, 
in particular, homes sought 
by the elderly, who felt more at ease living among 
their countrymen. Thus, British, German, Dutch, 
Norwegian, etc. colonies have now become part of 
a multicultural mosaic (Piqueras, 2011). The greater 
the number of people from one nationality settled 
in the area, the greater their 
infl uence. The residents of 
these colonies are involved in 
the social and political life of 
Spain, at least on a local level. 
Many of these settlers stand for 
Spanish political parties, and 
nowadays it is not unusual to 
fi nd foreign councillors forming 
part of the local councils in 
the more touristic areas of the 
Mediterranean coast (Janoschka 
and Duran, 2013).
Spain is the Mediterranean country with by far 
the largest number of northern European retirees. 
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In Rojales (in El Baix Segura), thousands of single-family homes sprawl throughout the area, which lacks parks, public transport and 
other public services.
«RAPID IMMIGRATION HAS 
LED TO OVERCROWDING OF 
THE COSTA BLANCA WITH 
CLEAR URBAN SPRAWL, 
SUBURBANISATION, 
EXCESS TRAFFIC AND LAND 
EXPLOITATION IN GENERAL»
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In 1991, around 60,000 lived here, while by 2012 
this fi gure had reached some 450,000. The most 
popular areas are the Costa Blanca (with 35.5 % 
of the northern European retirees living in Spain), 
the Costa del Sol (17.1 %), the Canary Islands 
(13.5 %), the Catalan coast (7.1 %), the Balearic 
Islands (6.6 %), the Andalucian 
Mediterranean besides the 
Costa del Sol (5 %) Murcia 
(4.6 %) and the Valencian coast 
excluding the Costa Blanca 
(3.4 %), (Figure 1).
With regard to the nationality 
of these wealthy foreign 
retirees, Figure 1 highlights 
fi ve origins, according to 
the language spoken: British 
(including a small Irish colony); 
German (including a small colony of Austrians and 
an important Swiss colony, most of whom speak 
German); those from the Benelux (Dutch, Belgian 
and Luxembourg, who mostly speak Dutch); Nordic 
(with sizeable colonies from Sweden and Norway); 
and speakers of Romance languages (French and 
Italian), who come from countries that are also on 
the Mediterranean and are, therefore, less attracted 
to this coast than the Atlantic Europeans.
French and Italians (60,742; 14 % of all wealthy 
retired immigrants in Spain) 
make up the majority of 
those living on the Catalan 
coast, due to the geographical 
proximity of their countries 
of origin. Scandinavians 
(36,726; 8.4 %), mostly live in 
the major tourist resorts such 
as the Costa Blanca and the 
Costa del Sol. Retirees from 
the Benelux (37,844; 8.6 %) 
are also mainly concentrated 
along the Costa Blanca, and to a lesser extent, the 
Costa del Sol, whereas German-speakers (95,426; 
21.8 %) prefer the Costa Blanca, although there are 
also large colonies in the Canary islands and the 
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HOUSES SOME 155,000 
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RETIREES, A THIRD OF ALL 
THOSE LIVING IN SPAIN»
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Figure 2. During the Spanish real estate bubble there was a remarkable urban growth in La Marina, going from 9,735 hectares in 1987 to 
12,864 in 2006. 
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Balearic Islands (these two archipelagos house the 
largest colony of «wealthy» retired immigrants). 
The English-speakers (British and Irish), who make 
up almost half of the «wealthy» retired immigrants 
(207,274; 47.3 %), prefer to reside on the Costa 
Blanca and to a lesser extent along the Costa del Sol, 
and are the largest colony in the entire south-eastern 
Spanish coast with the exception of Catalonia and 
the two archipelagos. 
■  LA COSTA BLANCA: A PARADISE FOR NORTH 
EUROPEAN RETIRED IMMIGRANTS 
The Costa Blanca, Alicante’s renowned tourist 
destination, is home to some 155,000 northern 
European retirees, a third of all those living in Spain. 
The counties with the largest number of northern 
European retirees are: La Marina with 36,000 
(Figure 2) and El Baix Segura with 64,000 (Figure 
3). Both areas benefi t from the proximity to Alicante 
airport, which registers over forty fl ights daily to 
the British Isles and also has regular connections 
to Scandinavia, the Benelux, Germany and Russia. 
In fact, many Northern Europeans residing in Costa 
Blanca often travel to their home countries for 
medical, work or family reasons.
During the Spanish housing bubble (1997-2007) 
there was a signifi cant growth in the urbanisation 
of La Marina (Figure 2), increasing from 9,735 
hectares in 1987 to 12,864 in 2006. This urban 
growth, comprising mainly single-family homes, 
was particularly signifi cant in the pre-littoral regions 
(3-7 km from the sea) because strictly coastal areas 
had already been densely urbanised before 1987.
Figure 3 shows that recent urban expansion in 
El Baix Segura (including Santa Pola and El Pinet 
d’Elx) is still greater than in La Marina. The urban 
fabric has gone up from 2,526 hectares in 1987 to 
8,352 in 2006. Dwellings, particularly single-family 
houses, have proliferated along the coast as well as 
in the pre-littoral areas, where the relative distance 
from the beach is compensated for by other amenities 
such as golf courses. In fact, seven of the fourteen 
golf courses in the Costa Blanca are in the pre-
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Figure 3. Recent urban growth in Baix Segura was even more extensive than in La Marina. The urban fabric went from 2,526 hectares in 
1987 to 8,352 to 2006.
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littoral area of El Baix Segura. Moreover, in 2012 the 
pre-littoral area of this region boasted the top three 
Spanish municipalities in terms of percentage of 
foreigners: San Fulgencio (where 78 % of the 12,522 
inhabitants were foreigners); Rojales (77 % of the 
22,006 inhabitants) and Algorfa (72 % of 4,755). Half 
of the people inhabiting these three municipalities 
are northern European pensioners, mostly British. 
English is spoken there today more than any other 
language, even Castilian, the local language of the 
last century. Spanish speakers might be lucky to be 
understood in San Fulgencio, Rojales or Algorfa.
Large developments on the Costa Blanca were 
encouraged by municipalities, promoted by large 
construction companies and banks, and driven by a 
strong demand from both the Spanish market and 
foreign retirees (mostly British). Some developers, 
bankers and politicians became rich overnight 
thanks to land speculation and urban growth; 
however, numerous real estate companies and banks 
that managed these projects have since collapsed 
due to mismanagement. In fact, some savings banks 
had bought so much development land that when 
the housing bubble burst they had to be taken over 
or nationalised. However, before the bubble burst, 
bringing the real estate sector to a halt, much of the 
pre-littoral and southern coastal regions of Valencia 
had already been urbanised.
There have been both positive and negative 
economic consequences of this migration of 
northern European retirees to the Costa Blanca. 
On the upside, foreign retirees have increased 
the demand for local services (real estate, retail, 
personal, health and medical care), drawing new 
workers to the region, which has further increased 
the number of potential consumers (Walters, 2002; 
Huete and Mantecón, 2011: 163). The economic 
benefi ts of the infl ux of immigrants are refl ected 
in the growth in population in the areas where they 
have settled. For example, in Torrevieja (where 
30 % of the population are northern European 
immigrants) the population has quadrupled in just 
twenty years (from 25,000 inhabitants in 1991 to 
over 100,000 in 2011), in Rojales (where 75 % of 
the population also comes from northern Europe) 
it has tripled over the same period (from 5,000 to 
20,000) and in San Fulgencio (where 80 % of the 
population are from northern European countries), 
the population has seen a 7.5 times increase (from 
1,600 in 1991 to 12,000 in 2011). Another of the 
advantages is that retirees live largely on pensions, 
which are independent of the local economy and, 
therefore, unaffected by the slump in the Spanish 
economy. However, we should add that the income 
of the British (who make up over half of all North 
European immigrants living in the Costa Blanca) 
has been affected by the devaluation of the pound. 
In 2008, one pound equalled approximately 1.5 euro 
and therefore a pension of £1000 was equivalent 
to 1,500 euro, while nowadays the same pension 
is equivalent to just some 1,150 euro. Thus, most 
Britons can no longer afford the expenses they could 
back in 2008.
Overcrowding of the Costa Blanca is one of 
the drawbacks generated by the phenomenon 
of rapid immigration, with clear urban sprawl, 
suburbanisation, excess traffi c and land exploitation 
in general. What is more, this excessive urban 
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development and large population may cause 
strain on physical infrastructure (water supply, 
electricity, sanitation). Indeed, some of the fi rst 
northern European retirees who decided to settle 
in isolated rural areas along the Costa Blanca 
decades ago have subsequently been deprived of 
the tranquillity they sought as local authorities and 
developers have continued building on these rural 
lands. In fact, some of these pioneers have made 
formal complaints to the European Commission, the 
European Parliament and the European Court of 
Human Rights, stating that this abusive urbanisation 
involved political corruption and destruction of the 
landscape (Janoschka, 2011: 232).
Another drawback is that although foreign 
retirees are generally in good health when they 
go to live on the Costa Blanca, as they get older 
their health, naturally, wanes. Thus, the long-term 
cost of maintaining an ageing population may be 
higher than it was estimated when these «wealthy» 
immigrants came to live in the Valencian region and 
were received with open arms (Walters, 2002). Local 
or regional authorities can hardly bear the costs 
generated, especially in the midst of the current 
economic crisis (Huete and Mantecón, 2011: 163).
Regarding the social consequences of this 
immigration, urbanisation of the Costa Blanca, 
driven by northern European retirees’ demands, has 
created huge suburban areas cut off from urban 
centres and the local population. Most of these 
suburbs have few public-transport services or lack 
them altogether, limiting the mobility of many 
residents, who tend to stay within the residential 
area, with few entertainment options. Furthermore, 
the isolation and distance from basic services, like 
health centres or police stations, increases the sense 
of insecurity of those residing in these suburban 
areas.
Finally, regarding the environmental impact, the 
consequences of such rapid urbanisation on the 
Costa Blanca have been devastating. The damage to 
the landscape and environment, both in the coastal 
and pre-littoral regions, is irreparable. The Land 
Law adopted by the Spanish government in 1998, 
which stated that any non-protected land could be 
built on (Rullán, 2011: 182) has had a strong impact 
in some Mediterranean areas. The Costa Blanca 
has some protected coastal areas: Montgó-Cap 
de San Antoni, the Penyal d'Ifac, La Serra Gelada, 
the lakes of Santa Pola, La Mata and Torrevieja 
and it may seem there are plenty of nature reserves 
to enjoy. The problem is, however, that all these 
parks are partially or completely surrounded by 
Calp is a good example of intensive land use. In the foreground 
we can see the Natural Park of Penyal d’Ifac, with the tight-knit 
urban lands behind and the marina in the background. We can 
also see the protected salt lake as well as another large area of  
scattered housing. There is a no-transition zone between the 
protected lands and urbanised land. 
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urban areas, without transition or buffer zones 
between the natural parks and housing. Due to 
the climate, landscape, culture and environment, 
the Costa Blanca is a place coveted by developers. 
Governments – local, regional or state – which 
should have protected this land against urban abuse, 
permitted – by action or omission – developers to 
irrevocably ruin this unique landscape (Burriel, 
2008). This is a serious disadvantage when 
competing in a dynamic and open market like 
tourism, which increasingly considers land quality 
as part of the quality of the product as a whole 
(Mata, 2007: 40-44).
Benitatxell (La Marina Alta) suffered a serious assault on the 
environment. Stacked housing hanging from a cliff, a blot on the 
landscape.
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■ CONCLUSIONS
In recent decades, the Costa Blanca has undergone 
urban sprawl, driven extensively by solvent retired 
northern European immigrants’ demand for 
housing. This massive infl ux of northern European 
retirees has created considerable wealth on the 
Costa Blanca in a relatively short time, generating 
revenue for governments (local, regional, national) 
through taxes, income for private developers 
and earnings for locals who provide services to 
these newcomers. However, lack of proper urban 
planning, which would have made it possible to curb 
excessive development, has led to the uncontrolled 
construction of extensive suburban areas. This, 
in turn, has wreaked irreversible damage on the 
environment and landscape, encroaching on the 
surrounding fi elds, mountains and forests.
Given the problems of the overcrowded and 
over-urbanised Costa Blanca landscape, it will be 
diffi cult to replace the population as the current 
retired northern European residents grow old and 
die, or return to their countries of origin. If local 
politicians want to avoid this scenario, they should 
start working in a more rational and sustainable 
way. For example, peripheral developments should 
be connected to urban centres by public transport, 
pedestrian walkways and bike lanes. Moreover, 
these developments should include green areas 
and public services. Such measures could improve 
the territorial and social cohesion among northern 
European retirees living here, helping them to 
overcome the language and culture barriers, and may 
also help local people to consider this immigrant 
population as something more than just mere 
consumers of products and services. 
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